
Activity: Examining pronunciation 
 
This activity is intended for older students: students who can read and write, and who can count and 
calculate percentages, and who can devise a short ‘questionnaire’ along with their teacher and 
classmates and then administer it in order to collect and note responses. It will guide them to collect 
and tabulate data, to think about variation in language, and to consider and discuss their procedures 
and findings.  It may be possible, however, to adapt it for younger students, with the purpose of 
simply getting them to notice differences in pronunciation of the type targeted here.  See the end of 
this document for some suggestions.  
----------  
 
In the ‘Stories’ section of this website, you can listen to a man talking about many of the different 

cinemas, or picture houses, that existed in Glasgow in the first half of the 1900s. You can go to the 

‘History Cinema Tour’ story in the Stories section of the website to hear this in full. Although he 

doesn’t say the word ‘film’ in that particular passage, he does at other times, of course.   

Listen to some examples from other sections of his recording by clicking on the ‘Cinema Film’ 

example on the main ‘Examining Pronunciation’ page. You’ll notice that when he says this word, it 

has two syllables and sounds something like ‘fill ’em’ or ‘fillum’. For very many people in Glasgow, 

this is the normal way of pronouncing this word. Listen to some more people pronouncing the word 

‘film’ the same way by clicking on the ‘Other Film’ example on the main ‘Examining Pronunciation’ 

page. For other people in Glasgow, however, they pronounce the word ‘film’ as a single syllable. 

Listen to a few of them by clicking on the ‘Single Film’ examples on the main ‘Examining 

Pronunciation’ page. 

Your task is to find out how 10 (or more) different people pronounce this word (‘film’), and make a 
note of their pronunciation on a ‘data coding sheet’ (example below) when they say the word for 
you.  You will then prepare a short report to describe your study.  
 
Together, as a class, try to figure out some clever way to get people to say ‘film’ naturally, without 
saying it yourself or without even letting them know that it’s their pronunciation of the word that 
you’re interested in:  don’t ask them to repeat the word after you, don’t ask them ‘How do you say 
the word film?’, or anything like that.  Instead, you might ask them what happens at the cinema, why 
do people go to there, hoping that their answer will be: ‘They go there to see films’ or ‘They show 
films there’.  WARNING: you might not get the answer you want; they might say ‘They go there to 
watch movies’ or something like that.  That’s okay, don’t panic; simply try another question: for 
example, ‘Before there were digital cameras, what did people have to put in their cameras to take 
pictures?’ If you still don’t get the answer you’re looking for, don’t despair: keep trying different 
questions until you get them to say ‘film’ or ‘films’.  (You might want to have 3 or 4 or 6 different 
strategies prepared before you head out to collect your data.)  If all of your efforts to get them to say 
‘film(s)’ are unsuccessful, then you’ll have to replace that speaker in your data sample with a 
different speaker:  remember, your target is a minimum of 10 research subjects each.  
 
Another good idea is to pretend to collect data for other words, too:   
 • What’s the opposite of ‘boy’?     (possible answer = girl)  
 • What’s a six-letter word for ‘cat’?   (possible answer = feline)  
 • What’s a six-letter word for ‘dog’?   (possible answer = canine)  
 • What’s five times five?    (expected answer = twenty-five)  
 • insert question(s) to elicit response = ‘film’ approximately here  
 • What’s the name of the celebration that takes place on 31st December every year?  



 • What’s the traditional hymn that we sing on that occasion?  
 • What do people traditionally eat with haggis?  
 • Who’s the patron saint of Scotland?  
 • etc, etc.  
When you’re pretending to collect data for the ‘distractor’ words, make sure to mark those answers 
down on your data coding sheet, too:  if you ask questions about 6-10 different words but only write 
down the answer for 1 of them, it might look strange.  
 
Try to collect information from a wide variety of people:  some adults, some children; some male 
speakers, some female speakers; some people who build things for a living, some people who sell 
things for a living; some kids who plan to go to university, some kids who don’t plan to go to 
university; etc.  Make a note of each person’s age, occupation or college plans, etc.  
 
When you’ve collected your responses (or: your ‘data’), it’s time to analyze your results. You can do 
this for your own individual data only, or you might combine your data with all of the other students 
in your class, too, depending on what your teacher wants to do; but when we conduct ‘empirical’, 
‘quantitative’ research of this type, larger data sets are generally more interesting and reliable (or 
trustworthy) than smaller data sets.  So, while we can learn something from 10 research subjects, 
we can learn much more from 10+10+10+10...+10 research subjects!  There are various ways that 
you can analyze your results, again, according to your teacher’s instructions:   
 
 • You can do a simple overall count and calculate percentages.   

◦ Of my 10 (or of our 30 or 150 or 230 or etc) research subjects, ___ of them (= __%) 
pronounced ‘film’ as a one-syllable word and ___ of them (= __%) pronounced ‘film’ 
as a two-syllable word. What did you find, what’s the most common?  (Your ‘one 
syllable’ answers and your ‘two syllables’ answers should add up to 100%.)  

 
 • You can calculate percentages for groups.   

◦ Of my 10 (or of our 30 or 150 or 230 or etc) research subjects, ___ of them are 
male and ___ of them are female.  Among the male subjects, ___ of them (= ___%) 
pronounced ‘film’ as a one-syllable word and ___ of them (= ___%) pronounced 
‘film’ as a two-syllable word; among the female subjects, ___ of them (= ___%) 
pronounced ‘film’ as a one-syllable word and ___ of them (= ___%) pronounced 
‘film’ as a two-syllable word. Then you can consider whether the patterns (%s) for 
the male subjects and the female subjects are similar or different. (Take care that 
the total percentage for each group adds up to 100: all of the male subjects, 
together, should add up to 100%; and all of the female subjects, together, should 
also add up to 100%.)  
◦ Of my 10 (or of our 30 or 150 or 230 or etc) research subjects, ___ of them are 
children and ___ of them are adults.  Among the children, ___ of them (= ___%) 
pronounced ‘film’ as a one-syllable word and ___ of them (= ___%) pronounced 
‘film’ as a two-syllable word; among the adults, ___ of them (= ___%) pronounced 
‘film’ as a one-syllable word and ___ of them (= ___%) pronounced ‘film’ as a two-
syllable word. Then you can consider whether the patterns (%s) for the children and 
adults are similar or different. (Take care that the total percentage for each group 
adds up to 100: all of the children, together, should add up to 100%; and all of the 
adults, together, should also add up to 100%.) 
◦ Of my 10 (or 30 or 150 or 230 or etc) research subjects, ___ of them are ((insert 
category A here)) and ___ of them are ((insert category B here)).  Among the 
((category A)), ___ of them (= ___%) pronounced ‘film’ ...  (Take care that the total 
percentage for each group, however you’ve defined it, adds up to 100: all of the 



category As, together, should add up to 100%; and all of the category Bs, together, 
should also add up to 100%.) 

 
 • You can get as creative and complex as the size and the richness of your dataset will allow.  
 
Once you’ve counted up all the numbers that you want to count and have calculated the rates (%s) 
of use for each group or sub-group that you want to consider, write up a short report of your 
findings.  This will detail what you’re looking at (here:  the pronunciation of the word ‘film’ as a one-
syllable word or a two-syllable word), how you collected your data and who you collected it from, 
how much data you collected/analyzed, and it will describe the patterns that you looked at and 
observed in your data.  
 
Then, if you like, you can come up with more new ideas on your own of other interesting things to 
look at in this way:  do people drive cars or cahs?, do people live in houses or in hooses?, etc.   
 
 
Sample data coding sheet:  a separate copy to be used for each research subject  

Respondent Information:  
 □ Male  □ Female   Age ___  Occupation: __________________  
 Education: highest level completed ____   Intending to go to university:  □ Yes  □ No  
  • • •   
  • • •   
  • • •   

 1. (question = ‘...’)  Answer:  ...  
  • • •   
  • • •   
  • • •   
 _. (question = ‘...’)  Answer:    □  film (1 syllable)  □  fillum (2 syllables)  
 _. (question = ‘...’) Answer:  ...  
 _. (question = ‘...’) Answer:  ...  

 
 
----------  
Adapting this activity for younger students:  
 
Very young children who are still learning to read and write and to do basic maths will not be able to 
perform this activity as it is designed. They could, however, be given a much simpler version of it.   
 
For example, their parents could help them to collect responses ---perhaps without distractor items--
- from a much smaller number of subjects and could write down whether each of those subjects 
(potentially including the student, the parent(s), a grandparent or two, a neighbour or two) 
pronounces ‘film’ as a one-syllable word or as a two-syllable word.  In this case, for very young 
students being assisted by their parent(s), it might not be practical to avoid direct elicitations of the 
target word; the subjects could, perhaps, simply be asked something like ‘What’s another name for a 
‘movie’?’ Then, as an in-class activity, all of the students’ responses could be compiled together and 
the teacher could lead them through a simple/basic exploration of the results.  Importantly, this 
should include or conclude with the idea that neither pronunciation is ‘right’ or ‘wrong’, that neither 
pronunciation is ‘better’ or ‘worse’ than the other, but, simply, that some people pronounce ‘film’ 
one way while other people pronounce it the other way.  
 
 


